Iron stores and iron deficiency anemia in children heterozygous for beta-thalassemia.
This paper describes the status of iron stores, the incidence and the hematological characteristics of iron deficiency anemia in children heterozygous for beta-thalassemia. In beta-thalassemia heterozygotes, iron stores were similar to the controls in infancy and tended to increase with age, reaching levels of moderate iron overload solely in adult males. Iron deficiency anemia occurred less frequently in children heterozygous for beta-thalassemia as compared to normal controls, while no difference between the two groups was observed in the incidence of iron deficiency. Ineffective erythropoiesis, typical of heterozygous beta-thalassemia, by causing an increase of iron absorption may limit the effect of iron shortage. At similar levels of iron depletion, however, children heterozygous for beta-thalassemia develop a more severe anemia as compared to non beta-thalassemic children. With the exception of two children, HbA2 levels in the presence of iron deficiency anemia remain in the range of heterozygous beta-thalassemia. In conclusion, our results indicate that children heterozygous for beta-thalassemia have normal iron stores but are relatively protected against the development of iron deficiency. When iron deficiency anemia develops, its clinical expression is usually more severe than in non beta-thalassemic children.